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Ames’s Banking Had Been Noted as Odd 

CIA Doesn’t Regularly Check Treasury Records, Officials Say 


By Walter Pincus and Bill Miller 

Washington Post Staff Writers 

| Accused spy Aldrich H. Ames 
made numerous large cash transac- 
tions that were reported to the 
Treasury Department as suspicious, 
put the agency’s computer records 
are not routinely checked by the CIA, 
government officials say. 
j Although federal investigators 
pave not said what banks reported 
the transactions, the FBI has said in 
court papers that beginning in 
1985, Ames and his wife, Maria del 
Rosario Casas Ames, made repeat- 
ed cash deposits in accounts at Do- 
minion Bank of Virginia. 

| A Treasury Department employ- 
ee, who asked to remain anony- 
mous, said Aldrich Ames’s name is 
fisted “several times” on computer 
databases created to detect signs of 
illegal activity. The sources said 
that Ames was listed for making 
sizable cash deposits in Virginia 
banks over several years and re- 
ceiving wire transfers from abroad, 
pie also was shown purchasing 
large amounts of foreign currency,” 
the employee said. 

Although the data bases are 
available to federal and state agen- 
cies, the Financial Crimes Enforce- 
ment Network (FinCEN) is not rou- 
tinely checked by the CIA for infor- 
mation about suspected employees. 

^ Federal officials said the CIA's 
internal security staff members tra- 
ditionally do not ask for FinCEN 
checks because to do so they would 
pave to identify the targets of high- 
ly sensitive investigations to an out- 
side agency. 

It is unclear when the agency or 
the FBI became aware that many of 
Ames’s transactions were listed 
with the network, but he did not 
become the target of a criminal in- 
vestigation until last May. 

Asked last week about Ames’s 
name being listed on the network, a 
Treasury Department official refused 
to comment, saying he had been 
asked by the Justice Department not 
{to discuss a matter under investiga- 


tion. Prosecutors, ha ndlin g the 
Ames’s case also declined to com- 
ment. 

The disclosure that Ames’s name 
repeatedly came up on a government 
list of suspicious transactions is likely 
to increase questions about why the 
CIA did not arrest Ames well before 
Feb. 21. He is accused of being paid 
mote than $2.5 million to spy for the 
Soviets and then the Russians. As 
early as 1989, the agency had been 





warned that Ames appeared to col- 
leagues and neighbors to have accu- 
mulated sudden wealth. 

Ames was questioned about the 
source of the money during a 1991 
background check given periodic- 
ally by the CIA to long-term em- 
ployees. At the time, he said he had 
inherited money after the death of 
his father-in-law. 

There is no indication when the 
CIA or FBI investigators checked 
FinCEN or any other data bases 
with references to Ames, who came 
under some suspicion during a 
search for a possible mole inside the 
agency as a reason for the loss of at 
least seven American-paid KGB 
agents from 1985 to 1987. 

FinCEN was created by Treasury 
in 1990 to help detect money laun- 
dering and other financial crimes. It 
pulls together several previously ex- 
isting databases, including reports 
required by law from U.S. banks of 
cash deposits by individuals of more 
than $10,000. The law also requires 
banks to report suspicious patterns in 
which individuals repeatedly deposit 
lesser amounts of cash that may in- 
dicate an attempt to avoid the legal 
requirement. 

Leslie G. Wiser Jr., the FBI agent 
in charge of investigating what of- 
ficials are calling the worst security 
breach in CIA history, said in court 
last week that he did not know ex- 
actly when Ames’s financial deal- 
ings came under scrutiny. “I don’t 
know when the CIA learned of the 
bank accounts,” Wiser testified. 
“Maybe 1990, maybe 1991, or may- 
be 1992.” 

Dominion Bank of Virginia filed 
at least two currency reports with 
the IRS, according to a report yes- 


terday in the Los Angeles Times. 
The newspaper did not say when 
the Dominion reports were made. 

In a court affidavit. Wiser said 
that along with conspiracy to com- 
mit espionage, Ames and his wife 
structured cash bank deposits to try 
to circumvent federal money-laun- 
dering laws. Within little more than 
a week in July and August 1985, 
Ames made cash deposits of 
$8,500, $3,000 and $7,000 to his 
account at Dominion and an addi- 
tional $5,000 to an account in his 
wife’s name, the affidavit said. In 
October 1985, he made a cash de- 
posit of $6,500 into his account and 
$6,500 into hers. 

One day— Feb'. 18, 1986— two 
cash deposits totaling $13,500 
were made into / his Dominion ac- 
count, records indicate. The same 
day, two cash deposits to taling 
$10,500 were made into her ac- 
count. Undey federal regulations. 
Dominion should have filed curren- 
cy reports in both cases. 

Similar patterns of suspicious 
activity occurred in 1991, 1992 and 
1993 at the bank, according to Wis- 
er’s affidavit, which was filed the 
day the Ameses were arrested. 
Wiser said that at least $806,500 in 
cash and wire transfers were made 
to the Dominion accounts from 
1987 to 1991. 

David Scanzoni, a spokesman for 
First Union Corp., which took over 
Dominion Bank last March, declined 
to say yesterday whether any of 
Ames’s activities were reported to 
authorities. He said the bank ana- 
lyzes cash deposits and reports any 
suspected criminal activity to the 
IRS or FBI. 

The federal Office of the Comp- 
troller of the Currency issues pe- 
riodic warnings to banks about the 
type of activity that could suggest 
money laundering. The danger 
signs include accounts that show 
frequent large cash transactions 
without a business reason, and fre- 
quent use of wire transfers from 
overseas accounts. 

Even the Russians showed they 
were aware of the U.S. bank rules, 
according to evidence presented by 
prosecutor^. In a nine-page letter to 
Ames in 1 1 989, shortly before his 
return to the United States after 
three years in Rome, they told him 
they could deliver large sums of 
money to him in Europe, but, in 
Washington, “we could give You 
only small sums ( up to 10,000$).” 

Staff writer Pierre Thomas 
contributed to this report. 


